Site visit report to Manigal Project in Thiruvanmiyur
Date: March 2, 2013

Project Steward: P. Saraswati

Site visit done by: Vijaya and Kasturi

Introduction to the project/ Back ground information about the project 
The gypsy community in south Chennai is a nomadic community of 60 and odd families. Garbage clearing, rag picking and bead selling are their main sources of livelihood. Hunting is also practised by some. Their mother tongue is Vaigiri, a language close to Gujarathi/Marathi. Their dress and customs are different from others around them. They live as a marginalized community, isolated from the rest of the society. However they have maintained a strong sense of group identity. 

Movies are very popular and TVs are seldom turned off in their one room tenements. Gambling is another past time for the community. Because of their profession as rag pickers families tend to store recyclable waste they collect outside their houses. Boys and girls too are involved in collecting recyclable wastes and sorting it. Despite several interventions by the Govt and other NGOs no significant changes were evident in the life style of these families. They continue to remain as ragpickers absorbing their children into the profession as they go along. 

Day of visit
Saraswathi greeted at the entrance to the colony where the corporation school is situated.  Many of the children go to this school and project teachers give personal attention and coaching inside the school premises. They are gradually integrated into main stream if they are regular to the school and if their learning levels are adequate.  Children who completed primary schooling here have started continuingtheir education in  neighbouring middle schools and there too they are given learning support to sustain them in schooling. As they are ragpickers, their level of cleanliness is not in par with the other children and are often ostracized.  The eagerness of children vary from individual to individual.  Girl children are asked to dropout by their parents once they reach puberty.

The parents often take children for rag picking as they find that more lucrative. They also remain absent for long periods  during temple festivals, fairs as entire families travel. This results in low learning levels and high drop out rate.  There were siblings who were encouraging their brother/sister to continue studies as they themselves dropped out.  The project team has encouraged the parents to send the children to hostel and have succeeded in sending a few students to hostel. This is resulting in better retention.
It is a daunting task for the project teachers making the children go to school and keep up the attendance.  Many children don’t wake up  or eat their breakfast on time as their parents are away at work. They are often late or miss school.  The teachers come early and  urge them to get ready to go to school.  The colony is in a prime area with concrete one room houses.  The children are found wandering and are very dirty.  
Saraswati and her friend Fiona  (who is now in Ireland) and their team of teachers have worked tirelessly and have endeared themselves to the community and have been doing yeomen service not only in educating the children but also in helping the community getting their birth/death certificates, , caste certificate, income cerificates Transfer certificates, widows’ pension and  insurance benefits so that they can access the benefits available to them. Helping the gypsies in completing all the long  formalities of admission to the hostels and schools is an important step in enabling the child to continue education.. Otherwise, in the past, there were several instances where parents did not even bother to collect the TCs from the primary school and education often stopped there.  In the initial years they were helping the community in marketing their beads, but subsequently abandoned it due to infighting within them.  
The team was not deterred by failures and was persistent in their efforts and has spent several years gaining the confidence of the gypsies as well as other service providing agencies.  
The eager children were seen sitting on the roadside (the lane behind the colony) along with their teacher Maheswari and Uma on a Saturday and were learning unmindful of our presence.  Unfortunately it is difficult for young girls to teach as there were virtually no facilities like water, toilet etc. An ex teacher’s house nearby allows the teachers to use their facilities and store material. As there is no proper room, teachers find it difficult to teach in the colony. Experienced teachers who can skilfully handle gypsies are hard to get. The ones available are often unable to handle concepts of higher classes in a creative way to keep up the interest of the gypsies.
There is very high potential for children to continue their education if they have the right guidance.  Funding is a major hurdle.  We recommend this project for any chapter in ASHA as it will benefit not only the children by giving them the much needed education but also indirectly help the entire community by making them more literate and raise their profile in the society.  
